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Revelation 7:9-17
When our daughter was young she asked me to read from Revelation in her children's Bible. We got talking about heaven. She looked confused and said 'Jesus, I just want to talk to daddy for a moment'! When we talk about the future of the church and heaven we all have to admit that our minds cannot cope.  At best, understanding Heaven can only be seen as an analogy of what we experience on earth. We can only use picture language as it is better than anything we can know.
Revelation 7 speaks about heaven – and therefore the eternal Church - in a highly symbolic way. However, it uses picture language that we are sometimes so familiar with that we don't see it. Like looking through a window pain, you are so aware that it is there that you see straight through it. So for instance, we read  Rev 7:9 almost without a thought : there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and  in front of the Lamb. We know the lamb is Jesus, but it is symbolic language. Look at verse 14 - "These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Blood does not make a good detergent, but here it is the whiter than white cleanser. We know what it means but it is symbolic, non-literal language. Another good one is in verse 17:  the Lamb at the centre of the throne will be their shepherd!  It's both symbolic and paradoxical. So, if you're anything like me, when it come to the even more complex issues of who are the 24 elders and the four creatures, you won't bother trying to be too certain but look to the more obvious details! In fact one commentary I looked up recognized at least thirteen possibilities to who the 24 elders were! So what we are going to do is concentrate on what we can see about the future of the Church here; first in a general sense then more specifically.

1. Moving to the eternal church. 
The context here is one of life after persecution of the Church. Those who suffered in particular for being part of the Church are seen to be in safety: Rev 7:14   These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. In 6:10-11 they were crying out to God for justice but were told to wait - the time had not come. At the start of chapter 7 the justice was to come and the persecutors of the faithful only had the restraining angels preventing judgement from falling: 
Rev 7:1-3  ...I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth to prevent any wind from blowing on the land or on the sea or on any tree.  Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea: "Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God."

And by the end, the suffering Church was safe but the persecuting world was turned into panic. It is worth us remembering that for all of us life has two facets: hardship and peace. You may be thinking that being a Christian is hard work. Being part of the church is certainly not easy. Jesus never promised it would be. The broad way, which leads to destruction, is broad, popular and easy, but not the narrow way that leads to heaven. You may be fancying a bit of ease. You may think you deserve it, you've earned it. But the Bible says your ease comes when the end comes. It is not time for that yet. Until then it's a hard and steep road. But conversely, those who now have their ease - take life as they like it, live as they please and in the worst case mock, ridicule and persecute the Church, have their ease precisely at the expense of their eternal peace. Would you rather have that? The end will be a reversal of fortunes - suffering into joy and apparent joy into eternal suffering.


2. Looking at the eternal Church.
There are two aspects to the future of the Church that I want to highlight from this section.
i. It will fully enter God's salvation.  
In verse 9f we see that they cry out 'salvation belongs to our God and to the lamb...' They don't cry out that they have been released. They don't praise God for what they have come out of but what they have come into. It would be an odd attitude on your wedding day to breathe a sigh of relief and say 'I've ended an era of my life'. Rather, a healthy attitude would be to say 'I'm entering a new relationship for the rest of my life'. So is salvation here. Glory is not so much about saying 'thank God our lives of suffering are over'. The Heavenly life is about coming into eternity with God - entering his complete salvation.
ii. The nature of that salvation.
What do we mean by this salvation? What will eternity be about? The simple answer is that it is about a relationship not a place:  we shall not expect... to find a description of a place, so much as the presence of a person. Where localizing expressions are used (like “above” or “up” or “ascend”), these must be recognized to be due to the limitations of human language…[footnoteRef:1] Three things about the relationship then: [1:  D Guthrie,  New Testament Theology,(IVP 1981) p 875.] 

(a) From our part it will be a serving relationship (7:15). That might put us off! It need not. There is nothing better than giving to someone because you love them. When you fall in love you will do anything for someone! In heaven you, as part of the Church, will never grow weary of giving to Jesus. It will be a delight to serve him. (So it’s worth getting used to serving now! What are you doing to serve in God’s Church?)
(b) In return he will protect his Church: 'He will spread his tent over them' (15). These people who had been oppressed, persecuted and killed will feel the love of protection as they are surrounded by his love.
(c) He will provide for them:,  Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. (16) There will not be a needy person. Everything will be provided. 
(d) The Church will be given peace (17).  All tears will be gone. No tear ducts! No pain, no prejudice, no poverty. Corporately, no church divisions, no financial targets, no time limits, no staff shortages!
The tears which God wipes away are not the tears of grief over a wasted life. Rather, like the tears of a child brought suddenly from sorrow to delight they linger rather ridiculously on the faces of the redeemed'[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  R H Mounce, Revelation (New London Commentary, MMS, 1977) p176] 


In conclusion, when you see all this, isn't it worth the present suffering? It seems so obvious that the Church now is just a pale foreshadowing of what it will be. 
In toil, and tribulation
And tumult of her war,
She waits the consummation
Of peace for evermore:
Till with the vision glorious
Her longing eyes are blessed;
At last the Church victorious
Shall be the Church at rest![footnoteRef:3] [3:  Samuel John Stone,  “The Church’s one foundation” ] 


But in the meantime,
So now to watch, to work, to war,
[bookmark: _GoBack]And then to rest for ever.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  James G Small “I’ve found a friend, O such a friend…”] 
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